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Gender-based violence: Unwanted sexual behaviours in Canada’s territories, 2018: 
Highlights 

 Gender-based violence—defined as violence committed against someone based on their gender identity, gender 
expression or perceived gender—encompasses a range of behaviours, not all of which meet the threshold of criminal 
behaviour. Three aspects of gender-based violence were examined in this report using data from the Survey of 
Safety in Public and Private Spaces (SSPPS): unwanted sexual behaviour in public, unwanted sexual behaviour 
online and unwanted sexual behaviour in the workplace. 

 Women are more likely than men to experience gender-based violence. In the territories, just over one-third (35%) of 
women and 16% of men experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in public. In addition, 31% of women and 16% of 
men experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in the workplace, and nearly one-quarter (24%) of women and 16% of 
men who have used the Internet were targets of unwanted behaviour online. 

 Some individuals who identify with more than one minority or marginalized group were among the most likely to be 
the target of gender-based violence. For example, nearly two-thirds (62%) of LGBTQ2+ people living with a disability 
experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in 2018. By comparison, this was the case for 43% of LGBTQ2+ people 
with no disability, 33% of those with a disability who were not LGBTQ2+, and 20% of non-LGBTQ2+ individuals who 
had no disability. 

 People who are targets of repeated instances of gender-based violence were more likely to experience negative 
consequences. For example, 41% of women and 42% of men who had been targets of multiple instances of 
unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space said that they now avoid certain people or situations, compared with 
24% of women and 9% of men who experienced these behaviours once or twice. Those who experienced multiple 
unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces were also more likely to rate their mental health as poor or fair and to 
have contemplated suicide. 

 For both women and men who experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space and unwanted sexual 
behaviour online, the perpetrator was most often a man acting alone. 

 Women who experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space were more likely to have been targeted by a 
stranger (70%). Among men, the opposite was true: most often, a person known to them was responsible for 
unwanted sexual behaviour. 
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Gender-based violence: Unwanted sexual behaviours in Canada’s territories, 2018 
by Samuel Perreault, Canadian Centre for Justice and Community Safety Statistics 

Canada recognizes the right to equality and the right to live in security for all. However, many people in Canada experience 
certain forms of violence because of their gender,1 how they express that gender identity or how it is perceived (Women and 
Gender Equality Canada 2020). Women, LGBTQ2+ people2 and various minority groups are most likely to be victims of 
sexual assault (Conroy 2018; Simpson 2018; Perreault 2015). These same population groups are also at increased risk of 
criminal harassment (Burczycka 2018a). These types of violence can have a number of negative consequences on the 
victims, including physical, psychological and economic impacts. 

However, the violence that some people experience as a result of their gender or gender identity is not limited to criminal acts 
(Benoît et al. 2015). Certain behaviours that do not meet the threshold of a criminal act can nevertheless have significant 
negative consequences for those who experience them, in addition to contributing to the perpetuation of discriminatory 
stereotypes. For example, unwanted sexual attention or close contact, or inappropriate sexual comments received in person 
or online, can negatively affect a person’s sense of security or limit their activities (Bastomski and Smith 2017). 

The risk of violent behaviour is not the same for every person across the country. For example, previous studies have shown 
that women and girls living in the territories experience a disproportionate number of violent crimes (Rotenberg 2019; 
Perreault and Simpson 2016). Several studies have also highlighted the increased risk of victimization among First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit3 women, who account for a significant proportion4 of women in the territories (Boyce 2016; Brennan 2011a; 
Perreault 2011). Furthermore, the final report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 
revealed that persistent and deliberate human and Indigenous rights violations and abuses are the root causes behind 
Canada’s staggering rates of violence against Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA people (Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls 2019). 

In addition to an increased risk of victimization, victims of violence in remote or isolated areas face additional challenges due 
to their geographic location. A report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences 
identified various contextual elements that exacerbate the issues of violence faced by women and young girls in the 
territories, including easy access to weapons, little access to legal services, limited public transit and daycare services, 
economic difficulties and poverty, little access to services for women (e.g. women shelters, mental health services, etc.), 
barriers to maintaining the confidentiality of reports of abuse as well as social, cultural and psychological isolation (United 
Nations Office of the High-Commissioner for Human Rights 2019). 

In 2018, Statistics Canada conducted the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces (SSPPS), with the goal of collecting 
data to deepen our knowledge of gender-based violence in Canada.5 The SSPPS is part of Canada’s Strategy to Prevent and 
Address Gender-Based Violence, 6 and provides the government with the relevant, timely and representative data required to 
implement the strategy. 

Measuring gender-based violence can be complex. Those experiencing violence and those perpetrating it may not perceive 
its root causes and motivations, which can be rooted in a culture that perpetuates gender inequalities. SSPPS respondents 
were therefore invited to share their experiences and the contextual elements around them to enable an analysis of these 
events from the perspective of gender-based violence. Unlike previous victimization surveys that were generally limited to 
recent criminal acts, the SSPPS makes it possible to measure the entire continuum of gender-based violence, by including 
violent victimization experiences throughout peoples’ lives, their experiences of unwanted sexual behaviours and online 
victimization, as well as their attitudes regarding certain stereotypes. 

In addition to the present report, Statistics Canada’s Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics and Community Safety also 
released a report outlining the first results of the SSPPS for the provinces specifically (Cotter and Savage 2019). The present 
report complements this earlier report by presenting the first results of the SSPPS for the territories, with a focus on 
unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces, unwanted behaviours online and unwanted sexual behaviours in the 
workplace. Results are based on responses from more than 2,500 persons living in the territories, who were each assigned a 
weight so as to be representative of the entire territories population 15 years of age and older. This article takes a gender-
based approach by comparing results between genders and, where possible, taking the intersection of various other 
characteristics into account. A separate report specific to the territories, which focusses on residents’ experiences with sexual 
and physical assaults, will be released in the near future. 

Unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces in the territories 

As mentioned, gender-based violence encompasses an array of behaviours that do not necessarily reach the threshold of a 
criminal act, but which nevertheless compromise peoples’ feelings of safety in daily life and which can have serious 
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repercussions for those who experience them (Benoit et al. 2015). These behaviours include inappropriate sexual behaviour 
in public spaces. 

The SSPPS measured several types of unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces, namely unwanted touching (including 
physical contact or getting too close in a sexual way), indecent exposure, unwanted comments that the individual does not look 
or act like a man or woman is supposed to act, unwanted comments regarding sexual orientation or assumed sexual orientation, 
as well as unwanted sexual attention (including comments, whistles, and suggestive looks, gestures or body language). 

In the context of the SSPPS, a public space is defined as a “place to which the public has access with little or no restrictions” 
(e.g., cafes, streets, shopping malls, public transit, bars, and restaurants).7 In addition, respondents were asked to report only 
those incidents where they felt threatened or uncomfortable. 

Although these behaviours may sometimes be perceived as lacking the same degree of seriousness as sexual assault, these 
behaviours stem from social norms, structures and beliefs that are similar to those which underlie sexual assault—these all 
being forms of gender-based violence (Bastomski and Smith 2017; Mellgren et al. 2018). 

 

Text box 1 
Gender-based violence and the Criminal Code 

Most victimization surveys are designed to measure criminal victimization—that is, victimization based on acts defined in the 
Criminal Code. For its part, the purpose of the SSPPS was to measure the nature and extent of gender-based violence 
experienced by Canadians. This violence can involve different behaviours that can have negative consequences for those 
being targeted, but may not reach the threshold of a criminal act. 

However, it should be noted that given specific contexts, circumstances and aspects, the majority of the behaviours 
measured by the SSPPS can potentially reach the threshold of a criminal act. Certain sections of the Criminal Code are 
particularly relevant to gender-based violence, including but not limited to: 

 Sexual assault 
 Physical assault, including threats 
 Non-consensual publication of intimate images 
 Exposure, voyeurism and indecency 
 Sexual offences against minors (e.g., child pornography, sexual interference, etc.) 
 Criminal harassment and indecent or harassing communications 

For example, although one person getting uncomfortably close to another is not necessarily criminal, it could be considered a 
criminal act if the age of the victim falls within a certain range (i.e., sexual offences against minors), if sexual touching occurs 
(i.e., sexual assault), if the victim feels threatened or if the behaviour is repeated (i.e., threats or criminal harassment) or if 
force is threatened or used (i.e., assault). 

In addition, even when they do not meet the threshold of an act punishable under the Criminal Code, many of these 
behaviours may contravene other federal or provincial laws, policies or directives or that are specific to a given institution or 
workplace. For instance, the Canada Labour Code and the Canadian Human Rights Act include provisions on sexual 
harassment. 
 

More than one-third of women living in the territories experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space in 
the last year 

One-quarter (25%) of territories residents aged 15 or older (nearly 24,000 people) reported being, at least once in the 12-month 
period preceding the survey, the target of unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space that made them feel threaten or 
uncomfortable. Women experienced a disproportionate share of unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces: more than 
one-third (35%) reported having experienced at least one type of unwanted sexual behaviour, more than twice the proportion 
reported by men (16%) (Table 1; Chart 1).8 
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Overall, the most common unwanted sexual behaviour was unwanted sexual attention, reported by 17% of territories 
residents (27% of women and 7% of men). Following this was unwanted touching (22% of women and 10% of men) and 
unwanted comments regarding the person’s gender (14% of women and 7% of men) (Table 1; Chart 1). 

One-quarter of women in the territories experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space on several 
occasions 

Although the majority of women did not experience any unwanted sexual behaviour, those who did were generally repeatedly 
targeted. One-quarter of women in the territories reported being the target of unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space 
more than twice, representing almost three-quarters (72%) of women who had experienced at least one unwanted sexual 
behaviour (Chart 1).  

Like women, men who had been the target of unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space had typically been targeted 
several times, although the corresponding proportions were lower: 1 in 10 men (10%) were the target of repeated unwanted 
sexual behaviour, representing 58% of all men who reported being the target of at least one instance of unwanted sexual 
behaviour in a public place. 

Although many unwanted behaviours do not reach the threshold of a criminal act, the fact remains that repeated exposure 
can have particularly harmful effects on the people who have been targeted. Of note, sexual harassment or inappropriate 
sexual behaviour, given their generally higher frequency, can have a cumulative negative effect on the individuals who are 
subjected to it (Fileborn and Vera-Gray 2017). 
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Women in Nunavut less likely to experience unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space than women in Yukon or 
the Northwest Territories 

It is generally accepted that unwanted sexual behaviours are rooted in the same social structures and systems in which 
sexual assaults are based (Bastomski and Smith 2017; Mellgren et al. 2018). As such, we may expect that if one of these 
forms of gender-based violence is prevalent in a given place, the other will be, as well. Therefore, a relatively high incidence 
of inappropriate sexual behaviour could be expected in regions with higher rates of sexual assault. 

SSPPS findings about Nunavut, specifically, seem to challenge this assumption. According to 2018 police-reported data, the 
highest sexual assault rate in the territories was recorded in Nunavut, where it was nearly six times the national average 
(Moreau 2019). Despite this, the SSPPS data show that Nunavut is the least likely territory for women to be targets of 
unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space. One-quarter (25%) of women in Nunavut reported having experienced at least 
one unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space in 2018, compared to 41% of Yukon women and 38% of Northwest 
Territories women. The trend was similar for men: 11% of Nunavut men reported being the target of unwanted sexual 
behaviour, compared with 18% in the Northwest Territories9 (Chart 2). 

 

In their analysis of unwanted sexual behaviours in the Canadian provinces, Cotter and Savage (2019) found that women and men 
living in the core of larger cities reported having experienced unwanted sexual behaviours at a higher rate than their counterparts in 
the suburbs and rural areas. They speculated that urban cores have more public spaces, with more people, higher population 
density and a greater degree of anonymity, which could provide more opportunities for such behaviours to occur. 

The higher prevalence of unwanted sexual behaviour in urban cores may in part explain the lower proportions of unwanted 
sexual behaviour in Nunavut. Compared to other territories, Nunavut’s population is more dispersed in smaller communities. 
In Yukon and the Northwest Territories, the population is concentrated in their capital cities. Whitehorse, the capital of Yukon, 
had a population of 28,225 at the time of the 2016 Census, representing 79% of the Yukon population. For its part, 
Yellowknife, the capital of the Northwest Territories, had a population of 19,569 (47% of the territory’s population). In contrast, 
Iqaluit, the capital of Nunavut, had a population of 7,082, which is less than 20% of the territory’s population. 

As was the case in the provinces, the proportions of people who experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces in the 
territories were generally higher in larger cities. For example, the proportion of women who experienced such behaviours in 
Iqaluit was very similar to the corresponding proportions in Yellowknife and Whitehorse, confirming that lower rates recorded in 
Nunavut may partially be explained by the lower proportion of the territory’s population living in the capital (Chart 2). 
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However, in other Nunavut communities, the proportion of women who reported experiencing unwanted sexual behaviours 
was still lower than that recorded outside the capital cities in the other territories. As such, other factors may also partially 
explain the lower prevalence of unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces in Nunavut. For example, studies have noted 
that the history of violence resulting from colonization and residential schools may have led to some normalization of violence 
among Inuit women, who represent the vast majority of Nunavut women outside of Iqaluit (Brassard et al. 2015; Williams 2019). 
Therefore, there could be under-reporting of some inappropriate sexual behaviours, in cases where those who experienced 
them may not have fully perceived their threatening or violent nature, especially in the less serious instances. 

Young single women are most likely to have been the target of inappropriate sexual behaviour in a public space 

Overall, women living in the territories are more likely than men to have been subjected to inappropriate sexual behaviour in 
a public space—but it was young women, aged 15 to 34, who most often reported these experiences. About half of women 
aged 15 to 24 (48%) and 25 to 34 (50%) were the target of at least one unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space in the 
12 months preceding the survey. By comparison this was the case of 21% of women aged 55 to 64 and 7% of women aged 
65 and over. The age structure was similar for men, although the corresponding proportions were consistently lower than for 
women (Table 2). 

The same kind of variation was observed with respect to marital status. Almost half (48%) of single women and nearly one-
quarter of single men (24%) were subjected to unwanted sexual behaviour in a public place in the 12 months preceding the 
survey. Among married or common-law individuals, these proportions were 30% of women and 11% of men. While some of 
these differences may be due to age—a large proportion of singles are young—singles were nonetheless at greater risk of 
unwanted behaviour, even when taking age into account. 

Fewer Indigenous women than non-Indigenous women reported having experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a 
public space 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit make up about half of the territories’ residents. In Nunavut, this proportion is higher than 80%. 
Although not focussing on gender-based violence specifically, several studies have found that Indigenous women were at 
greater risk than non-Indigenous women of being subjected to physical or sexual assault, including in the territories 
(Perreault and Simpson 2016; Boyce 2016). These higher victimization rates may in part be attributable to various factors related 
to colonization, including cultural suppression, physical displacement and economic deprivation (Firestone et al. 2015); as well as 
intergenerational trauma resulting from experiences of neglect and abuse in the residential school system (Elias et al. 2012).  

In the provinces, higher proportions of Indigenous people than non-Indigenous people reported being the target of 
inappropriate sexual behaviour: 40% of Indigenous women and 20% of Indigenous men, compared with 31% of non-
Indigenous women and 13% of non-Indigenous men. The report found however that when other factors were taken into 
account, Indigenous people were no longer at higher risk of experiencing unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space, with 
the exception of Métis men (Cotter and Savage 2019). 

In contrast, the situation is slightly different in the territories. Overall, 29% of Indigenous women in the territories were the 
target of at least one inappropriate sexual behaviour in a public space in 2018. The corresponding proportion among non-
Indigenous women was 41% (Table 2). 

This difference was mainly attributable to the relatively low proportion (22%) of Inuit women reporting being the target of 
unwanted sexual behaviour, particularly outside major urban centres. On the other hand, the proportion of First Nation 
women (39%) and Métis women (41%) who reported having experienced unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space were 
very similar to that recorded among non-Indigenous women (41%) and in the provinces. Similarly there were no statistically 
significant difference between First Nations men (28%), Métis men (24%) and non-Indigenous men (15%) who reported 
having experienced unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space. 

Probably because they have more public spaces with a higher volume and density of people, the prevalence of inappropriate 
sexual behaviour in a public place is generally higher in urban areas (Cotter and Savage 2019). Also, urban areas may have 
a higher degree of anonymity compared with rural areas, where people are more likely to know one another and familiarity or 
interconnectedness may dissuade certain behaviours. Incidentally, 70% of women in the territories who experienced 
unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space indicated that the perpetrator was a stranger or someone known by sight only. 

However 83%10 of Inuit women live outside the territorial capitals, generally in communities with a relatively small population 
size. By comparison, this is the case with 28%11 of non-Indigenous women, which could partially explain the lower proportion 
of Inuit women who reported having experienced unwanted sexual behaviours in a public space. Across the capitals, there 
were similar proportions of Indigenous women, including Inuit women, and non-Indigenous women who reported having 
experienced at least one form of inappropriate sexual behaviour in a public place. As mentioned earlier, some studies have 
highlighted a normalization of violence among some Inuit women (Brassard et al. 2015; Williams 2019), which could have 
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contributed to an under-reporting of some inappropriate sexual behaviours, especially in cases where the violent or 
threatening nature might have been less clear. 

LGBTQ2+ individuals living in the territories and those with disabilities are more likely to experience unwanted 
behaviours in public 

Several studies, including ones that use SSPPS data from the provinces, found that LGBTQ2+ individuals were more likely to 
be targets of harassment or inappropriate sexual behaviours in public places (Jaffray 2020; Cotter and Savage 2019). The 
SSPPS data collected in the territories confirm this trend, with nearly two-thirds (61%) of LGBTQ2+ women experiencing 
inappropriate sexual behaviour in 2018, compared with one-third (34%) of non-LGBTQ2+ women. Among LGBTQ2+ men, 
just over a third (36%) experienced such behaviours, compared with 16% of non-LGBTQ2+ men (Table 2). 

Similarly, studies have shown a higher risk of victimization or harassment among people with physical or mental disabilities 
(Cotter and Savage 2019; Cotter 2018; Burczycka 2018a; Burczycka 2018b; Perreault 2009). Data from the SSPPS in the 
territories also reflect these results; persons with disabilities were more likely to report being the target of unwanted sexual 
behaviour in a public space—and particularly, to report being the target on several occasions. Overall, 45% of women with 
disabilities reported being the subject of at least one incident, but 36% had been the subject of multiple incidents. For women 
without disabilities, these proportions were 28% and 18% respectively. The pattern was also similar for men (Table 2). 

In addition, nearly two-thirds (62%) of LGBTQ2+ people living with a disability experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in 
a public space in 2018. By comparison, this was the case for 43%12, 13 of LGBTQ2+ people with no disability, 33% of those 
with a disability who were not LGBTQ2+, and 20% of non-LGBTQ2+ individuals who had no disability.  

These results support the theory that a greater risk of experiencing different forms of violence, including sexual unwanted 
behaviours, exists for those identifying with several minority groups or identities given the interaction of multiple systems of 
oppression and discrimination that affect them (Crenshaw 1994). 

In most cases, men are the perpetrators of unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space 

Additional information about the circumstances of the most serious incident of unwanted sexual behaviour was collected from 
SSPPS respondents who experienced at least one such behaviour in a public space.14 Both men and women generally 
reported that only one person was responsible for the behaviour, 81% of the time. 

The vast majority (93%) of women who experienced unwanted sexual behaviour indicated that the person15 behind the most 
serious behaviour was a man. Men who had experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space also most often 
identified the perpetrator as a man (56%). However, while only 3% of women who experienced unwanted behaviour reported 
that a woman was responsible, this proportion was 32% among men (Table 3). 

Women more likely to have been targeted by a stranger 

Women are much more likely than men to have been targeted by a stranger during the most serious unwanted sexual 
behaviour. Seven out of ten (70%) women who had experienced at least one unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space 
indicated that the person who initiated the most serious incident was a stranger. Men, too, were often targeted by a stranger, 
but in a much smaller proportion—less than half (46%). In contrast, men identified a friend, acquaintance or neighbour as the 
perpetrator of the most serious incident they experienced more often than women (34% of cases compared with 19% of 
women) (Table 3). 

Of note, when the perpetrator was a stranger, it was most likely to be a man, especially when the targeted person was also a 
man. As such, 66% of men who experienced an unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space perpetrated by a stranger 
reported that person was a man. In comparison, men were behind 47% of incidents perpetrated by a non-stranger person, 
such as a family member, a friend, an acquaintance or a colleague. Among women, a man was behind the unwanted sexual 
behaviour in the vast majority of cases, no matter the relationship with the person behind the behaviour. 

Both men and women indicated that they believed that the most serious incident they experienced could be associated with 
alcohol or drug use by the perpetrator (63% of women, 59% of men). Despite this, less than a quarter of those who 
experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space reported that the most serious incident occurred in a restaurant or 
bar (20% of women, 25% of men). Most often, it occurred on the street, in a park, in a parking lot or on public transit 
(43% of women, 32% of men). 
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Unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces often has negative consequences on the targeted person 

A number of studies have shown that unwanted sexual behaviour in public can lead to negative consequences for those who 
experienced it. In particular, people who are targets of unwanted sexual behaviour may experience a decrease in their sense of 
safety and may change their habits to avoid experiencing negative experiences again (Fisher et al. 2017; Gardner et al. 2017). 
These reactions can limit their ability to fully participate in society and to use public spaces; this is particularly the case for 
women, who are more often the target of these behaviours (Bastomski and Smith 2017; Kearl 2010). 

About half of women (54%) and just over one-third of men (35%) who experienced unwanted sexual behaviours in a public 
space reported they changed their habits or behaviours in some way as a consequence of the most serious incident of 
unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space. Avoiding people or situations was the most commonly reported behavioural 
change for both women (36%) and men (28%) who had experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space. Many 
also said that the most serious incident led them to avoid certain places (27% of women, 16% of men) or to change the way 
they presented themselves in public (13% of both women and men). In contrast, 44% of women and 62% of men indicated 
that the most serious incident had not changed their behaviour at all16 (Chart 3). 

 

In addition to behavioural changes, individuals who experience unwanted sexual behaviour can also experience negative 
emotional impacts. The majority of those who were targets of unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space reported negative 
emotional reactions following the most serious incident (89% of women and 76% of men). In contrast, one in eight women 
(12%) and one in four men (26%) reported that the most serious incident they had experienced affected them only slightly or 
not at all17 (Chart 4). 
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Repeated experiences of unwanted sexual behaviour leads to more negative consequences 

Some individuals, particularly women, reported having experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in a public place several 
times in the 12 months preceding the survey. However, even though a single incident can have negative consequences for 
those who experience it, the cumulative effect of repeated cases of such behaviours can have even more consequences 
(Fileborn and Vera-Gray 2017). 

Those who experienced multiple unwanted sexual behaviours during the year were most likely to say that the most serious 
incident affected them emotionally or had led them to change their behaviour. For example, 59% of women and 42% of men 
who experienced multiple unwanted behaviours in a public space indicated that the most serious incident had made them 
more fearful or cautious. By comparison, this proportion was 35% and 14%, respectively, among women and men who 
reported being the target of one or two unwanted sexual behaviours (Chart 5). 
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Similarly, 41% of women and 42% of men who experienced multiple unwanted behaviours indicated that the most serious 
incident had led them to avoid certain people or situations. Among those who were targets of one or two unwanted sexual 
behaviours in a public place, this proportion was 24% of women and 9% of men. 

In addition to reporting having experienced emotional repercussions or having changed their behaviour as a result of the most 
serious incident, those who experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in public—specifically those who were the subject of 
several incidents—were also more likely to exhibit a certain amount of psychological distress. It should be noted, however, that 
psychological distress cannot be linked directly to inappropriate sexual behaviour. In some cases, distress may have preceded 
the unwanted behaviour; although even in such cases, unwanted behaviour may have intensified the pre-existing distress. 

About one-third (35%) of women and 20% of men who experienced multiple incidents of inappropriate sexual behaviour in a 
public space rated their state of mental health as poor or fair, compared with 21% of women and 17% of men who experienced 
one or two unwanted behaviours, and 12% of women and 9% of men who were not subjected to such behaviours.  

When asked about their general level of satisfaction with life, women who experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in public 
several times were less likely to say they were very satisfied18 than women who had experienced one or two unwanted sexual 
behaviours and those who had not experienced any such behaviours (20% compared with 36% and 46%, respectively). 

In addition, 39% of women and 40% of men who experienced multiple unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces stated that they 
had seriously contemplated suicide at some point in their lives, compared with 25% of women and 30% of men who experienced one 
or two sexual behaviours, and 24% of women and 21% of men who did not experience any unwanted sexual behaviour in public.  

It should be noted that suicide rates are relatively high in the territories. A recent study also found that the suicide rate among 
Inuit was nine times higher than among non-Indigenous people (Kumar and Tjepkema 2019). The study cited a variety of 
possible causes, including, but not limited to, the consequences of colonization, community breakdown, marginalization, 
intergenerational transmission of trauma, lack of mental health services, poverty or low levels of education. Experiences of 
gender-based violence could therefore be added to these factors. 
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According to the SSPPS, in the territories one-third (33%) of Indigenous people (34% of Indigenous women and 31% of 
Indigenous men) have ever seriously contemplated suicide, compared with 18% of non-Indigenous people (21% of women 
and 16% of men). Among Indigenous people who experienced multiple unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces, this 
proportion climbed to 51% (50% of women and 52% of men). In comparison, these proportions were 31% and 22%, 
respectively, among non-Indigenous women and men. 

Unwanted behaviours online in the territories 

Online harassment and violence are recognized as an emerging form of gender-based violence (Lewis et al. 2017). As in 
public spaces, everyone should have the freedom to use online spaces without feeling threatened or uncomfortable because 
of their gender, gender identity or sexual orientation. The SSPPS included questions about some negative online 
experiences, including through the use of smartphones or cellphones. 

As is the case with inappropriate sexual behaviours in public spaces, some inappropriate behaviours online do not reach the 
threshold of a criminal act—i.e., an act punishable under the Criminal Code—and are therefore not taken into account in 
other surveys on crime and victimization. As people spend more and more time online, it is important to measure the nature 
and extent of certain inappropriate behaviours and their impact on residents of all gender identities in the territories. 

It should be noted that the estimates presented in the next section are based on those who used the Internet in the 12 months 
preceding the survey. Internet access in the territories can vary by community. For example, one-quarter (25%) of territories residents 
living outside the capital cities reported not using the Internet over the last year, compared with 6% of capital city residents. 

One in five Internet users in the territories experienced unwanted behaviour online in the 12 months preceding the survey 

Of all Internet users in the territories, one in five (20%) reported being the target of one of the unwanted online behaviours 
measured by the SSPPS.19 The most common behaviours cited by respondents were receiving threatening or aggressive 
emails or messages directed at them (13%), as well as receiving unwanted sexually suggestive or explicit images or messages 
(10%). In contrast, relatively few (2%) reported that someone had published or threatened to publish intimate or sexually explicit 
images without their consent. Notably, this online behaviour could probably be considered the most serious as measured by the 
SSPPS, since it would meet the threshold for a criminal act in most cases (Table 1). 

Similar to inappropriate sexual behaviour in public spaces, women in the territories were more likely than men to have been the 
target of unwanted behaviour online in 2018. Nearly one-quarter (24%) of women were targets of at least one of the unwanted 
behaviours measured by the SSPPS, compared with about one in six men (16%). The biggest difference was in the receiving of 
unwanted sexually suggestive or explicit images or messages (13% of women and 6% of men) (Table 1; Chart 6). 
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Also, as was the case for unwanted behaviour in a public place, women were more likely to have experienced unwanted 
behaviour online multiple times, i.e., more than twice in the 12 months preceding the survey. Overall, just over one in six 
women (17%) experienced multiple instances of unwanted behaviours online, compared with 10% of men. 

Young single women are more likely to experience unwanted behaviour online 

Similar to what was observed for inappropriate sexual behaviour in public spaces, young women were more likely to report 
being subjected to unwanted behaviour online. One-third (33%) of women aged 15 to 24 were targets of such behaviours, 
while the proportion among women aged 25 to 34 was slightly lower (29%). By comparison, just under one in five (19%) men 
aged 15 to 34 and one in ten (11%) women aged 65 and over reported being the subject of unwanted behaviours online. 
However, there was much less variation by age among men than among women (Table 2). 

Moreover, the proportions of single women who reported being subjected to unwanted behaviours were also relatively high. 
Overall, nearly 4 in 10 (38%) single women were targets of unwanted behaviour online, compared with 21% of single men 
and 15% of married or common-law women. 

LGBTQ2+ people, people with disabilities and Métis women more often the target of unwanted behaviours online 

As was the case for inappropriate sexual behaviour in public spaces, LGBTQ2+ people were more likely than their non-
LGBTQ2+ counterparts to have experienced unwanted behaviour online in 2018. For example, just over one in five (22%) 
non-LGBTQ2+ women reported being the target of unwanted behaviours online; this proportion was more than double among 
LGBTQ2+ women (52%) (Table 2). 

Similarly, territories residents with physical or mental disabilities were roughly twice as likely as those without disabilities to 
report having experienced unwanted behaviour online. In 2018, 35% of women and 26% of men with disabilities reported 
being subjected to unwanted behaviour online at least once, compared with 16% of women without disabilities and 12% of 
men without disabilities (Table 2). 

Métis women were also proportionally more likely than non-Indigenous women to report having experienced unwanted 
behaviours online (36% compared with 21%, respectively). In contrast, the proportion of First Nation women and Inuit women 
who reported having experienced unwanted behaviours online were relatively similar to that recorded among non-Indigenous 
women. Similarly, the proportions of Indigenous men who reported having experienced unwanted behaviours online were 
similar to the proportion reported by non-Indigenous men (Table 2). 

As observed with inappropriate sexual behaviour in public spaces, individuals belonging to or identifying with multiple minority 
or marginalized groups or identities were particularly at risk of unwanted behaviour online. For example, more than two-thirds 
(68%) of LGBTQ2+ people with physical or mental disabilities were targets of unwanted behaviours online, compared with 
14% of non-LGBTQ2+ people without disabilities. Similarly, 52%20 of Métis women with a disability and 43% of First Nations 
women with a disability were targets of unwanted behaviours online, compared with 12% of non-Indigenous men with no 
disability, which confirms the double disadvantage of having a disability and being part of a marginalized group noted in a 
previous study (Hahmann et al. 2019). 

In the majority of cases, a man acting alone was responsible for the unwanted behaviour online 

Just as with sexual behaviour in public spaces, the person behind the unwanted behaviour online was, in most cases, a man 
acting alone. 

About 7 in 10 women (71%) and 6 in 10 men (59%) indicated that a single person was behind the unwanted behaviour 
online. Given that perpetrators of unwanted behaviours online benefit from a certain amount of anonymity, 13% of those who 
had experienced at least one unwanted behaviour online could not say how many people were responsible for the most 
serious incident (Table 4). 

Among those who were able to identify the number of people behind the unwanted behaviour, the majority indicated that the 
person or persons behind the behaviour was a man (or men). This was the case for 63% of women. Although a majority of 
women identified a man (or men) as the perpetrator of the most serious incident of unwanted behaviour online, this 
proportion was significantly lower than that reported for inappropriate sexual behaviour in public spaces (93%). 

The majority of people who experienced unwanted behaviours online reported experiencing negative emotional impacts 

Even when they do not occur in the “physical” world, and even if they do not all reach the threshold of a criminal act, 
inappropriate online behaviour can nevertheless have negative consequences for those who experience it. Overall, relatively 
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few people (8% of women and 17% of men) who experienced it reported having been affected little or not at all by the most 
serious incident (Chart 7). 

 

The most frequently cited negative emotional reactions of those who experienced unwanted behaviours online were being 
annoyed, shocked, in disbelief, disappointed or less trusting of others (80% of women and 71% of men). Many also reported 
that the most serious incident made them more fearful or cautious (52% of women and 41% of men) or angry or frustrated 
(52% of women and 41% of men). 

Majority of people who experienced unwanted behaviour online talked to someone about the most serious incident 

Another indication that unwanted behaviour online has a negative impact is that the majority of people who have experienced 
it felt the need to talk to someone about the incident. Overall, women were more likely than men to talk to someone about the 
incident: 82% of women who experienced unwanted behaviour online confided in someone about the most serious incident. 
By comparison, this proportion was 57% among men (Chart 8). 

In the majority of cases, those who experienced unwanted behaviour online discussed it with friends (56% of women, 32% of 
men) or family members (53% of women, 33% of men). Individuals who experienced unwanted behaviours online rarely 
turned to the police (11% of women) or to the site administrator or their Internet provider (8% of women).21 

Many Internet users in the territories take steps to protect themselves from online harassment or unwanted behaviour 

Previous studies have shown that women are generally more likely to take steps to protect themselves from criminal 
victimization (Perreault 2017; Brennan 2011b). The same pattern can also be seen with people protecting themselves against 
online harassment and unwanted behaviour. Overall, 32% of women and 22% of men22 reported that in the past 12 months, 
they took steps to protect themselves from harassment online (Chart 9). 
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Among the protective measures mentioned in the SSPPS, changing one’s username or blocking people due to harassment 
was most often mentioned (25% of women and 14% of men). Restricting their use of the Internet or participation on social 
media to protect themselves was also a frequently cited measure (17% of women and 12% of men). Less often, people 
deactivated or deleted an account due to harassment (6% of women and 3% of men). 

Inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace in the territories 

In addition to public and online spaces, the workplace is also an environment in which unwanted or inappropriate sexual 
behaviour can occur. Using a set of questions adapted from the Survey on Sexual Misconduct in the Canadian Armed 
Forces, SSPPS respondents were asked if they had witnessed or experienced certain sexual behaviours in the workplace or 
in a situation associated with work (such as an approved work-related event, celebration or training exercise).  

Women in the territories are twice as likely as men to have been the target of inappropriate sexual behaviour in the 
workplace 

Overall, nearly one-third (31%) of women who were currently employed or had been employed at any time during the last 
year were directly targeted with at least one inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace. This was almost double what 
was reported among men (16%) (Table 1). 

Moreover, 37% of women whose co-workers were mostly men reported being subjected to inappropriate sexual behaviour. 
Although this proportion is not significantly higher than among women in workplaces where most colleagues were women 
(31%) or in workplaces with gender parity (29%), it is significantly higher than the proportion among men in workplaces where 
most colleagues were men (15%) (Chart 10). 

 

The most common inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace was inappropriate sexual jokes, which were experienced 
by 20% of women and 9% of men. As noted in other studies (Burczycka 2020; Cotter 2019), the biggest difference between 
men and women was observed for unwanted sexual attention (e.g., whistles, calls, suggestive looks, gestures or body 
language). About one in six women (17%) reported being subjected to such behaviour, compared with one in fifty men (2%) 
(Table 1). 
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People with disabilities and LGBTQ2+ people more commonly targeted with inappropriate sexual behaviour in the 
workplace, but Inuit women were less 

Overall, the characteristics of those who more commonly experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace were 
relatively similar to those who experienced other types of gender-based violence. 

As with other types of inappropriate behaviour, LGBTQ2+ people were more likely to have been subjected to inappropriate 
sexual behaviour in the workplace. For example, 54% of LGBTQ2+ women were targets of such behaviours, compared with 
29% of non-LGBTQ2+ women and 16% of non-LGBTQ2+ men (Table 2). 

Individuals with disabilities, particularly women, were also more likely to have been targets of inappropriate sexual behaviour 
in the workplace. In 2018, 39% of women with disabilities in the territories experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in the 
workplace, compared with 25% of women without disabilities. For men, in contrast, there were no differences between men 
with a disability and men with none (Table 2). 

Contrary to what was observed for inappropriate sexual behaviour in public places and online, there was little difference by 
age, particularly among women. For example, among all women, the proportion of women reporting having been subjected to 
unwanted sexual behaviour in the workplace was between 30% and 39% in all age groups 15 to 54 (Table 2). 

Lastly, as with inappropriate sexual behaviour in public places, Indigenous women in the territories were less likely to report 
being subjected to inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace than non-Indigenous women (24% versus 36%, 
respectively). This difference was mainly attributable to the relatively small proportion of Inuit women (13%) who reported 
being the target of unwanted behaviours in the workplace. First Nations women (40%) and Métis women (28%) reported 
having experienced sexual behaviours in the workplace in a proportion that was not statistically different from that reported by 
non-Indigenous women (36%) (Table 2). It may be possible that the relatively low proportion reported by Inuit women could 
be partly attributed to different nature of workplaces. It is also possible that a normalization of violence noted by certain 
studies (Brassard et al. 2015; Williams 2019) may have contributed to an under-reporting of some unwanted behaviours, 
especially the less serious ones. 

Half of territories residents have experienced at least one form of inappropriate behaviour measured by the SSPPS 

Although it likely does not cover all situations Canadians may face in terms of gender-based violence, the SSPPS does 
measure a large array of inappropriate sexual behaviours which can have negative consequences on the person who 
experiences them, even if they do not reach the threshold of a criminal act. Most importantly, they are part of a continuum of 
violence and inequality in which physical and sexual assault are also rooted (Bastomski and Smith 2017; Mellgren et al. 2018). 
Territories residents’ experiences of sexual and physical assaults will be examined in a separate report, to be publish at a 
later date. 

When all the inappropriate behaviours and situations measured by the SSPPS are considered together—that is, those that occur in 
public spaces, online and in the workplace—data reveal that half of women (48%) in the territories experienced some form of 
unwanted behaviour during the year preceding the survey. Among men, this was true for about one-third (32%) (Table 2). 

More importantly, the data show that it is often the same people who experience unwanted behaviours. In the majority of 
cases, those who reported being the subject of unwanted behaviour reported having it happen to them on several occasions. 
Similarly, those most at risk often reported being the subject of inappropriate behaviour in more than one situation, i.e., in 
public, online and in the workplace. 

Overall, 7% of women and 2% of men in the territories experienced unwanted behaviours in all three situations measured by 
the SSPPS. However, 24% of LGBTQ2+ women experienced inappropriate behaviour in each of the three situations 
measured by the SSPPS. By comparison, this was the case for 1% of non-LGBTQ2+ men. Similarly, 15% of single women, 
14% of women with disabilities, 13% of First Nations women and 13% of young women aged 15 to 24 experienced 
inappropriate behaviour in each three situations. 

As mentioned earlier, the combination of such experiences has a particularly negative impact and consequences on those 
who are targeted. These behaviours, especially when they are frequent and present in multiple facets of life, also erode the 
sense of safety of the people who experience them, causing some to withdraw or not fully enjoy their daily activities and 
public spaces (Bastomski and Smith 2017; Kearl 2010). 
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Summary 

This Juristat article presents the first results of the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces (SSPPS) conducted in the 
territories in 2018, in order to provide information on unwanted sexual behaviours in public places, online and the workplace. 

Traditional victimization surveys are mostly limited to measuring incidents of a criminal nature. Data collected through the 
SSPPS on unwanted behaviours in public, online and the workplace therefore fills an important statistical gap. While not all of 
these behaviours are necessarily criminal in nature, they can have a significantly adverse effect on the sense of safety and 
security, as well as the overall well-being of those who experience them. However, the nature and extent of these behaviours 
across Canada and the territories more specifically was previously unknown. 

Data from the SSPPS reveal that many residents of the territories have experienced unwanted sexual behaviour, and that 
women are generally much more likely to be targeted than men. Just over one-third (35%) of women and 16% of men have 
experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in public. Similar proportions (31% and 16% respectively) had these experiences in 
the workplace. Nearly one-quarter (24%) of women and 16% of men who used the Internet were targets of unwanted 
behaviour online. 

Certain people are subjected to repeated unwanted behaviour. The majority of women in the territories (65%) were not 
subjected to any unwanted sexual behaviour in a public place; however, 25% of women, or 72% of those who were subjected 
to at least one unwanted sexual behaviour in a public place, were repeatedly subjected to it. Similarly, 24% of LGBTQ2+ 
women, 15% of single women, 14% of women with a disability, 13% of First Nations women and 13% of young women aged 
15 to 24 were subjected to inappropriate behaviours in each of the three situations measured by the SSPPS (in public, online 
and in the workplace). By comparison, this was the case for 2% of men overall. 

Findings from the SSPPS confirm that the majority of people, and especially women, who experienced unwanted sexual 
behaviour, whether in a public place or online, felt emotional and psychological impacts. More precisely, only one in eight 
women (12%) and one in four men (26%) reported they had not been emotionally impacted by the most serious incident they 
experienced. Furthermore, a majority of those who experienced unwanted behaviour in a public place have changed certain 
habits as a result of the most serious incident, such as avoiding certain places or ceasing to participate in certain activities. 

Individuals who experienced multiple behaviours were more likely to report experiencing impacts. They were also more likely 
to rate their mental health as poor or fair, or to have seriously considered suicide at some point in their lives. These results 
therefore appear to demonstrate the negative effect induced by multiple incidents, where each additional incident has the 
potential of increasing or intensifying an emotional and psychological vulnerability to subsequent incidents. 

Survey description 

In 2018, Statistics Canada conducted the first cycle of the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces (SSPPS). The 
purpose of the survey is to collect information on Canadians’ experiences of unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces, at 
work, online, as well as experiences with physical and sexual assaults and violence in their intimate partner relationships. 
Data on physical and sexual assaults and intimate partner violence will be analyzed in a separate report to be released later. 

The target population for the SSPPS is the Canadian population aged 15 and over, living in the provinces and territories. 
Canadians residing in institutions are not included. Once a household was contacted, an individual 15 years or older was 
randomly selected to respond to the survey.  

In the territories, data collection took place from July to December 2018 inclusively. Responses were obtained by self-
administered online questionnaire or by interviewer-administered in-person questionnaire. Respondents were able to respond 
in the official language of their choice. According to 2016 Census, 2% of territories residents indicated they had no 
knowledge of at least one official language. This proportion varied from 0.4% in Yukon to 5.7% in Nunavut. 

The sample size for the 3 territories was 2,597 respondents. The overall response rate was 73.2%. Non-respondents 
included people who refused to participate, could not be reached, or could not speak English or French. Respondents in the 
sample were weighted so that their responses represent the non-institutionalized Canadian population aged 15 and older.  

Data limitations  

As with any household survey, there are some data limitations. The results are based on a sample and are therefore subject 
to sampling errors. Somewhat different results might have been obtained if the entire population had been surveyed.  
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For the quality of estimates, the lower and upper bounds of the confidence intervals are presented. Confidence intervals 
should be interpreted as follows: If the survey were repeated many times, then 95% of the time (or 19 times out of 20), the 
confidence interval would cover the true population value. 
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Notes 

1. In this report, the gender of a person corresponds to the gender this person identified with at the time of the survey, and 
thus may differ from sex at birth. 

2. Includes persons reporting a sexual orientation other than heterosexual, as well as transgender persons. Of note, lesbian, 
gay, bisexual or transgender individuals may have very different experiences with unwanted sexual behaviours. However, the 
sample size did not allow for analysis of experiences among specific sexual orientations or gender identities. As such, the 
experiences of these individuals were grouped into the larger category of “LGBTQ2+” for the purpose of his report. For the 
same reason, it should be noted that analysis covering the overall population will primarily reflect the experiences of 
cisgender people (those whom their gender identity corresponds to their sex at birth) and heterosexual people. A report 
specific to the LGBTQ2+ population in all of Canada will be released at a later date. Due to the sample size in the territories, 
individuals who did not identify as either men or women were excluded from the analyses presented in this report, in order to 
respect provisions regarding response confidentiality. The responses of these individuals will be included in future analyses 
combining territorial and provincial samples, including in the report specific to the LGBTQ2+ population. 

3. The specific question in the survey asked respondents “Are you an Aboriginal person, that is, First Nations, Métis, or 
Inuit?” For the purposes of this report, the term Indigenous is used to refer to all First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people. Where 
possible, results are presented for each distinct group. 

4. The Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces in the territories found that 49% of the population aged 15 and over 
identified themselves as First Nations (16%), Métis (5%) or Inuit (28%) people. Among the SSPPS Indigenous population in 
the territories, First Nations people accounted for 33%, Métis people accounted for 10% and Inuit people accounted for 
58%.The proportion of people with an Indigenous identity varied from 21% in Yukon to 48% in the Northwest Territories and 
82% in Nunavut. Those who identified themselves as First Nation people were mostly living in the Northwest Territories and 
Yukon, where they accounted for 27% and 18% of the population, respectively. Those who identified themselves as Métis 
people were also mostly living in the Northwest Territories and Yukon, where they accounted for 10% and 2% of the 
population, respectively. Those who identified themselves as Inuit people were mostly living in the Nunavut and the 
Northwest Territories, where they accounted for 81% and 11% of the population, respectively. These estimates may differ 
slightly from estimates obtained with other surveys with a different target population, methodology or reference year. 

5. The Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces was also conducted in the provinces in 2018. Due to a different 
sampling and weighting methodology, these data were analyzed separately and a report focusing specifically on provincial 
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data was published in December 2019 (see Cotter and Savage 2019). In future reports, it may be possible to combine 
provincial and territorial results to report on findings across Canada. 

6. The Strategy can be accessed through the Women and Gender Equality Canada website: It’s Time: Canada’s Strategy to 
Prevent and Address Gender-Based Violence.  

7. Excludes workplaces, homes and apartments.  

8. Unless otherwise indicated, all direct comparisons mentioned in the text show statistically significant differences (p < 0.05). 

9. The difference between the estimate for Nunavut men and Yukon men is not statistically significant (p < 0.05). 

10. Corresponds to the proportion among respondents to the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces and could 
therefore vary slightly from the proportion obtained in other surveys. 

11. See note 10. 

12. Difference between this estimate and estimate for LGBTQ2+ people with disabilities (62%) was not statistically significant 
(p < 0.05). 

13. Difference between this estimate and estimate for those with disabilities but are not LGBTQ2+ (33%) was not statistically 
significant (p < 0.05). 

14. Where multiple incidents were reported, the questions on the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces focused on 
the most serious incident—the one that the respondent felt affected them the most. Since these questions dealt with a single 
incident, i.e., the one that was the most serious and perhaps did not reflect all the experiences experienced, these 
characteristics are not necessarily representative of all the unwanted behaviours experienced. 

15. Includes cases with more than one offender, all men. 

16. Percent calculations include missing or not stated responses, as such the sum of those who reported their behaviours 
were modified and those who reported their behaviours were not modified may not add up to 100. 

17. Respondents could report more than one consequence. Since it was possible to report both consequences and being not 
much impacted, the sum of those who reported at least one emotional consequence and those who reported being not much 
or not impacted may not add up to 100. 

18. Respondents were asked to rate their level of satisfaction on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 meant “very dissatisfied” and 10 
meant “very satisfied.” Those who answered 9 or 10 were categorized as “very satisfied.” 

19. See Table 1 for all unwanted behaviours online measured by the Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces. 

20. 95% confidence interval: [26%-77%]. 

21. The sample size did not allow the calculation of these estimates for males. 

22. The percentages are based on people who used the Internet in the 12 months preceding the survey. 
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Detailed data tables 

Table 1 
Unwanted behaviours in public spaces, online and in the workplace in the 12 months preceding the survey, by 
gender of the targeted person and type of behaviour, territories, 2018 

Type of unwanted behaviour 

Women Men Total 

%1 

95% confidence 
interval 

%1 

95% confidence 
interval 

%1 

95% confidence 
interval 

from to from to from to 
Unwanted sexual behaviours in public spaces 

 Unwanted physical contact 22 19 25 10* 8 12 16 14 18 
Indecent exposure 4 3 6 4 3 6 4 4 5 
Unwanted comments about sex or gender 14 12 18 7* 5 9 10 9 12 
Unwanted comments about sexual orientation or assumed sexual 
orientation 7 5 8 5 4 7 6 5 7 

Unwanted sexual attention 27 24 30 7* 5 9 17 15 18 
Experienced unwanted sexual behaviour in public spaces 35 32 38 16* 13 20 25 23 28 

Unwanted behaviours online2 
 Threatening or aggressive emails or messages directed at you 

personally 15 13 18 10* 8 13 13 11 15 
Threatening or aggressive emails or messages sent to a group or on 
social media 7 5 9 4* 3 6 6 5 7 

Posting or distributing, or threatening to post or distribute, intimate or 
sexually explicit images without consent 2 1 4 2 1 4 2 1 3 

Pressure to send, share, or post sexually suggestive or explicit images 
or messages 7 5 9 2* 1 3 4 3 6 

Being sent unwanted sexually suggestive or explicit images or 
messages 13 11 17 6* 5 8 10 8 12 

Experienced unwanted behaviour online 24 21 27 16* 14 19 20 18 22 
Inappropriate sexual behaviours in the workplace3 

 Inappropriate sexual jokes 20 17 23 9* 7 11 14 13 16 
Unwanted sexual attention, such as whistles, calls, suggestive looks, 
gestures or body language 17 14 20 2* 2 4 9 8 11 

Unwanted physical contact, such as hugs or shoulder rubs or getting too 
close 14 11 16 3* 2 5 8 7 10 

Suggestions that you do not act like a man or woman is supposed to act 9 7 12 4* 3 6 7 6 8 
Someone insulted, mistreated, ignored or excluded you because of your 
gender 12 9 15 4* 2 5 7 6 9 

Someone insulted, mistreated, ignored or excluded you because of your 
sexual orientation or assumed sexual orientation 3 2 5 1 1 3 2 1 3 

Someone insulted, mistreated, ignored or excluded you because you 
are, or are assumed to be, transgender F F F F F F 1 0 1 

Experienced inappropriate sexual behaviour in the workplace 31 28 34 16* 13 19 23 21 25 
All situations 

 Experienced at least one unwanted behaviour in a public space, 
online or in the workplace 48 45 51 32* 29 36 40 37 42 

F too unreliable to be published 
* significantly different from the estimate for men in relation to the estimate for women (p < 0.05) 
1. Percent calculations include missing or unspecified responses, but these data are not shown unless they represent 5% or more of the total responses. 
2. Percent calculations exclude respondents who reported that they did not use the Internet in the past 12 months. 
3. Percent calculations exclude respondents who did not work in the past 12 months. 
Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces.  
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Table 2 
Unwanted behaviours in public spaces, online and in the workplace in the past 12 months, by gender of the 
targeted person and selected characteristics, territories, 2018 

Selected characteristics 

Unwanted sexual behaviours  
in public spaces Unwanted behaviours online1 

Unwanted sexual behaviours  
in the workplace2 

Women Men Women Men Women Men 

%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
%3 

95% 
confidence 

interval 
from to from to from to from to from to from to 

Total population 35 32 38 16** 13 20 24 21 27 16** 14 19 31 28 34 16** 13 19 
Age group (years) 

 15 to 24† 48 38 59 28** 18 42 33 23 44 19** 11 31 30 20 43 26 17 37 
25 to 34 50 42 57 23** 18 29 29 22 37 19** 13 25 39 32 47 15** 11 21 
35 to 44 37 31 43 12*** 8 19 25 21 31 15** 10 21 34 27 41 15*** 10 20 
45 to 54 30* 24 37 13*** 9 19 20* 15 27 14 9 21 31 25 39 14** 9 21 
55 to 64  21* 16 27 9*** 6 14 12* 7 18 13 9 19 19 13 26 13* 7 23 
65 and older 7* 4 13 F F F 11* 6 22 17 10 28 F F F F F F 

Indigenous identity 
 Indigenous person 29* 25 33 18** 12 24 27 22 34 17** 12 23 24* 19 29 14** 10 19 

First Nations 39 29 50 28 17 43 33 22 46 20 12 33 40 29 54 14** 8 24 
Métis 41 28 55 24 11 46 36* 24 49 16** 8 29 28 16 43 36 17 60 
Inuk 22* 18 27 10** 6 17 23 16 32 16 10 24 13* 10 18 11 6 20 
Non-Indigenous person† 41 37 45 15** 12 19 21 18 25 16** 13 19 36 32 40 17** 14 22 

Visible minority 
 Yes† 37 27 48 12** 7 21 19 12 30 12 6 24 21 14 31 20 11 32 

No 35 32 38 17** 14 20 25 21 28 17** 14 20 32* 29 35 16** 13 19 
LGBTQ2+ 

 No† 34 31 37 16** 13 18 22 19 26 16** 13 19 29 26 33 16** 13 19 
Yes4 61* 45 75 36* 14 62 52* 36 67 27** 8 55 54* 39 69 F F F 

Disability 
 Person with disability† 45 40 49 21** 17 27 35 31 40 26** 20 32 39 34 44 16** 11 22 

Person without disability 28* 25 32 14*** 11 17 16* 13 20 12*** 10 15 25* 21 29 16** 13 20 
Employed in the last 12 
months 

 Yes† 41 37 44 17** 13 20 24 21 28 17** 14 20 31 28 34 16** 13 19 
No 18* 13 24 15 10 21 21 15 30 13 8 22 ... ... ... ... ... ... 

Education status 
 Currently attending school† 54 43 64 31** 19 45 32 22 44 F F F 40 29 52 23** 12 39 

Not currently attending 
school 32* 29 36 15*** 12 18 22 19 26 17** 14 20 29 26 33 15** 12 18 

Marital status 
 Married or common-law† 30 26 34 11** 9 14 15 12 19 14 11 17 29 26 33 14** 11 17 

Separated, divorced 34 26 43 24* 15 35 32* 25 40 13** 7 24 24 16 33 16 9 27 
Widowed 16* 9 27 F F F 18 8 35 F F F F F F F F F 
Single, never married 48* 42 55 24*** 18 32 38* 30 46 21*** 16 28 37 30 44 20** 14 28 

... not applicable 
F too unreliable to be published 
* significantly different from estimate for reference category only (p < 0.05) 
** significantly different from the estimate for women only (p < 0.05) 
*** significantly different from the estimate for the reference category (p < 0.05) and the estimate for women (p < 0.05) 
† reference category 
1. Percent calculations exclude respondents who reported that they did not use the Internet in the past 12 months. 
2. Percent calculations exclude respondents who did not work in the past 12 months. 
3. Percent calculations include missing or unspecified responses, but these data are not shown unless they represent 5% or more of the total responses. 
4. The estimates for men are based on a small sample and therefore must be used with caution. 
Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces.  
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Table 3 
Most serious incident involving unwanted sexual behaviour in a public space in the past 12 months, by gender 
of the targeted person and selected incident characteristics, territories, 2018 

Selected incident characteristics 

Women† Men 

percent1 

95% confidence  
interval 

percent1 

95% confidence  
interval 

from to from to 
Location of incident 

 In a restaurant or bar 20 15 25 25 19 33 
In a commercial or office building 14 11 18 12 8 18 
In an institutional building (school, hospital, prison, rehabilitation 
centre) 5 3 8 12 7 22 

On the street, in a park, in a parking lot or on public transportation 43 38 49 32* 24 40 
In a private residence 9 5 14 13 7 22 
Other2 10 7 13 6 3 13 

Number of perpetrators 
 One 81 77 85 81 73 86 

More than one 18 15 23 18 13 25 
Sex of perpetrator3 

 Male (one or multiple perpetrators, all male) 93 89 95 56* 47 65 
Female (one or multiple perpetrators, all female) 3 2 4 32* 24 42 
Multiple perpetrators, both male and female 4 2 7 8 4 16 

Relationship of perpetrator to victim3, 4 
 Family member, spouse, partner 3 1 9 F F F 

Friend, neighbour or acquaintance 19 15 24 34* 25 44 
Other known person 7 5 11 14 8 23 
Stranger or person known by sight only 70 65 75 46* 37 56 

Incident related to perpetrator's use of alcohol or drugs 
 Yes 63 58 68 59 49 68 

No 21 18 26 31 22 41 
Do not know 15 11 19 9 5 15 

F too unreliable to be published 
* significantly different from estimate for reference category (p < 0.05) 
† reference category 
1. Percent calculations include missing or unspecified responses, but these data are not shown unless they represent 5% or more of the total responses. 
2. Includes respondents who reported an alternate location as well as those who did not specify a location (location not stated). 
3. Excludes respondents who did not state the number of perpetrators. 
4. In instances with multiple perpetrators, represents the closest relationship. 
Note: Because of rounding and the inclusion of “not stated” responses in percent calculations, categories may not add up to 100. 
Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces.  
 

 

  



Statistics Canada—Catalogue no. 85-002-X 

 

 26 

Juristat Article—Gender-based violence: Unwanted sexual behaviours in Canada’s territories, 2018 

Table 4 
Most serious incident involving unwanted behaviour online in the past 12 months, by gender of the targeted 
person and selected incident characteristics, territories, 2018 

Selected incident characteristics 

Women† Men 

percent1 
95% confidence interval 

percent1 
95% confidence interval 

from to from to 
Number of perpetrators 

 One 71 62 78 59 49 68 
More than one 16 11 24 27 18 39 
Do not know 13 8 20 13 8 21 

Sex of perpetrator 
 Male (one or several perpetrators, all male) 63 55 71 52 41 62 

Female (one or several perpetrators, all female) 24 18 32 31 22 41 
Several perpetrators, both sexes 6 3 12 F F F 
Do not know 6 4 10 8 4 16 

Relationship of perpetrator to victim2, 3 
 Family member, spouse, partner 18 13 25 18 11 27 

Friend, neighbour or acquaintance 37 30 45 34 24 45 
Other known person 13 9 18 10 6 17 
Stranger or person known by sight only 30 24 37 35 25 46 

F too unreliable to be published 
† reference category 
1. Percent calculations include missing or unspecified responses, but these data are not shown unless they represent 5% or more of the total responses. 
2. Excludes respondents who did not state the number of perpetrators. 
3. In instances with multiple perpetrators, represents the closest relationship. 
Note: Because of rounding and the inclusion of “not stated” responses in percent calculations, categories may not add up to 100. No difference between women and 
men were statistically significant (p < 0.05). 
Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Safety in Public and Private Spaces.  
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